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Connected with the narrative text in Isa 36-37, the chapters 38-39 contain the narra-
tions concerning the illness of King Hezekiah. Like the narration in 36-37,' the text of
Isa 38-39 itself already raises many questions of concern to the exegete. In this article,
I would like, from a text-linguistic point of view (especially text-syntactic and text-
semantic), to shed a new light on some of these for Isa 38-39, supported by some text-
critical observations.

Much discussed is the sign, which Isaiah gives to Hezekiah in verse 8 as a support of
the fact that the Lord will keep his word as to postponing the death of Hezekiah for
fifteen years.” This sign is text-semantically framed in the story of Isa 38.

In the description of the sign, the word .‘r'?sgr; is used, which is formed from the root
1150 by means of a 3—preformativum and which, therefore, must have the meaning of
something which goes up, i.e. a step (confer: Ex 20:26; 1 Kings 10:19; Ez 40:6). Here,
however, there is no reason to suppose a sundial, like the Targum that reads
R"UW 2R, and the Vulgate that reads in horologio.?

The sign has to do with the wax (T7") and wane ([[7"3778] 270) of the shadows cast
on a step under the influence of the sun (WDWZ / WIAL). Because of the fact that the
more the sun sets, the longer the shadows are, the evening situation is described in the
first half of verse 8, and, the other way round, the morning situation in the second half
of verse 8. This means that, as surely as the morning follows upon the evening, recov-

! See my article BN 98 (1999) 32-35.

2 The death of a king means discontinuity, whereas continuity in kingship is necessary to survive in the
actual situation of the conflict with Sennacherib. From this point of view, it is striking that the text
does not speak about Hezekiah’s recovery, but about a limited recovery of fifteen years. See also: P.R.
ACKROYD, An Interpretation of the Babylonian Exile. A Study of 2 King 20 / Isaiah 38-39, SJTh 27
(1974) 345.

3 In the Septuagint (Tous Séka avaPaBuous Tol oikou Tol maTpos ocou) and the Pesitta
(u-\n:r\' \wa reaian), allusions to a sundial or sun-clock are missing as well. See also: D. BARTHELE-
MY, Critique textuelle de I'Ancien Testament (OBO 50/2), Fribourg — Gottingen 1986, 262. Pace: O.
KEEL — CH. UEHLINGER, Gottinnen, Gotter und Gottessymbole. Neue Erkenntnisse zur Religionsge-
schichte Kanaans und Israels aufgrund bislang unerschlossener ikonographischer Quellen (QD 134),
Freiburg — Basel — Wien 1992, 310, who too easily assume a “Sonnenuhr” here in confirmation of
the “solare Neuorientienung” in Judah.

28



ery / deliverance follows upon the crisis-situation of Hezekiah / Jerusalem.*

The indications of the evening and the morning occur again in the writing of Hezekiah.
In the verses 12 and 13, Hezekiah describes his experiences using the temporal phrase
Aorl=an B

The first word of verse 12, "7, contains an interpretation problem. Because it is par-
allel to the word ‘JU'R, it is generally translated with fens or a similar notion.” In my
opinion. creating a special meaning for only one occurrence, of such a current word as
117, is neither wise nor necessary.®

The concept 711 means a collective of people, living during a certain time span. It
concerns, therefore, not an individual lifespan, but the living community of Israel in
concreto.” This implies that Hezekiah does not write that his own life is ended, but that
he describes how his peoyle, over whom he is king, will be separated from him as a
consequence of his death.” In this way, it is again raised that an extra crisis threatens to
come into being, namely a discontinuity in leadership at a very inconvenient moment.
In verse 16, this idea of 17 is resumed by the words ]F’l:"‘i‘:ﬁ'} IS '?139 I read
1"1" as a subordinate clause to DU"'?!,?.IO Thus, the sentence arises: because of them
who live, and for each in them."" Using these words, Hezekiah means both the entire
community (1'11" ©iT"92) and each individual in it (J72~937).

Further, the construction U™ 5{[}%(3:) (verse 12) is differently interpreted. Two inter-
pretations are current. The noun "7 is read as an indefinite singular 7TV and is ac-
cordingly understood as (as) a shepherd's tent.'” Other exegetes read P as 0"J™

* Because of the limitation of Hezekiah’s recovery and, considering the continuation of the book of
Isaiah in Isa 39 as well as the continuation of Israel’s history in a (Babylonian) exile still to come, the
sign is striking, as the evening follows the moming again.

* Thus wrongly: J.A. ALEXANDER, Commentary on the Prophecies of Isaiah, Vol. 11, s1. 1875 (=
Grand Rapids 1976), 82; F. DELITZSCH, Biblischer Commentar iiber den Propheten Jesaia (BC 111/1),
Leipzig 1879°, 376; O. KAISER, Der Prophet Jesaja. Kapitel 13-39 (ATD 18), Géttingen 1973, 316;
R. DE VAUX, Les Institutions de |'Ancien Testament, Paris 1 (1961%) 30; H. WILDBERGER, Jesaja.
Kapitel 28-39 (BKAT X/3), Neukirchen-Vluyn 1982, 1442-1443 1460

¢ Pace; G. GESENIUS, Thesaurus philologicus criticus linguae Hebraeae et Chaldaeae Veteris Testa-
menti, Lipsiae 1 (1835) 331; KB, 206; HAL 1 (1967) 209.

: Confer: H.S. NYBERG, Hiskias Danklied Jes. 38,9-20, ASTI 9 (1973) 90-91: THAT 1 (1978) c. 444-
445 [G. GERLEMAN].

* The versiones support this interpretation, as the Septuagint translates éx Tris ouyyevEias pou, the
Vulgate generatio mea and the Peitta ,13, and especially the Targum that reads "77 *J2().

° Pace: KAISER (1973) 316 who emendates verse 16 in such a way that only the word "I177 is kept;
WILDBERGER (1982) 1140 who deletes large parts of verse 16.

" It is not obligatory, certainly not in poetic texts, to introduce subordinate clauses by N, see: W.
SCHNEIDER, Grammatik des biblischen Hebrdisch, Miinchen 1985° (1974"), 174 (§ 45.5.1)).

" Confer also: NYBERG (1973) 94.

"? Thus: ALEXANDER (1875) 82; DELITZSCH (1879) 376.
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and subsequently translate with (as) shepherd'’s tents."

In a status-constructus-construction, however, the first word is in statu absoluto and,
therefore, can never have a suffix. If this word should have a suffix because of the se-
mantic meaning, the suffix is connected to the word in statu constructo."* The expres-
sion "Y1 97IR3, therefore, means: as my shepherd’s tent.

The third problematic word in verse 12 is the verbal form "f17722. The two most oc-
curring translations of this hapax legomenon are to cut off”’ and to roll up. '° The in-
terpretation fo cut off'’, however, is not suitable to the context: who cuts off his own
life? Only an alteration of the first person into a second person ((IT2P) could bring
relief.'®

If the meaning fo roll up is chosen, the metaphor is interpreted as rolling up a cloth by
a weaver after the cloth has been finished.'® This idea, however, causes two text-
semantic problems. First, the image and that what is compared, do not match, because
Hezekiah’s life cannot be considered as finished, certainly not in view of the situation.
Moreover, the metaphor itself is not coherent, because the order of the act of weaving
is inaccurate: first a textile must be cut off from the cloth-beam and, after that, is can
be rolled up.”

In my view, however, the interpretation fo roll up is correct, but it should be under-
stood within the weaving-metaphor.* That which is rolled up, is a textile which, be-
cause of the weaving by the weaver, has to be rolled up further all the time round the
cloth-beam (7 ';7';[). The I-figure, as a weaver, rolls up his textile, i.e. his life, round the
cloth-beam, lengthening his piece of textile. Somebody else, however, a third person
singular ("JZ¥2"), interrupts this activity by all at once cutting off the textile from the

3 Thus: KAISER (1973) 315; WILDBERGER (1982) 1443. They may feel supported by the Vulgate
(tabernaculum pastorum).

'* Compare, for instance, the expression "ID'IP W7 in Isa 11:9: my holy mountain. See: P. JOUON — T.
MURAOKA, A Grammar of Biblical Hebrew (SubBib 14), Roma 1991, 520 (§ 140 b).

" The Septuagint (ExTepeiv) and the Vulgate (praecisa est) also give this interpretation.

1 The Targum uses both verbs: 3P and 78,

' Confer also the Pesitta which uses the verb 1ao: ,.» wi.m o 018 DA

" Confer for this remark also: ALEXANDER (1875) 82. This change in the text-syntactical category
‘number’ occurs in the translation 7o roll up as well; pace: KAISER (1973) 316; WILDBERGER (1982)
1461.

' Thus: ALEXANDER (1875) 82; DELITZSCH (1879) 376, GESENIUS 3 (1853) 1225; KB, 845; HAL 3
(1983) 1043; WILDBERGER (1982) 1461.

L. ALONSO SCHOEKEL — J.L. SICRE DIAZ, Profetas. Introducciones y comentario, Madrid 1 (1980)
260, therefore, proposed the translation fo reel. Reeling, however, is an activity that takes place before
the actual act of weaving. Moreover, this activity-comparison is not suitable for someone who is in the
midst of his life.

*! Some exegetes wrongly understand the weaver’s metaphor as a metaphor of the thread of life, pre-
sumably influenced by the Moirai of Greek mythology, especially Atropos who cut off the thread of
life. See for instance: J. SCHETS, De profetie van Isaias (De heilige boeken van het Oude Verbond 6),
’s-Hertogenbosch 1933, 157.
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cloth-beam.

The end of Isa 38, the verses 21-22, raises a lot of questions. Two questions, which are
connected to each other, are essential here: is the sign in verse 22 identical to a sign or
deed, already mentioned in the story? and: which function do the wayyigtol-forms
have in these verses?

Some exegetes identify the sign asked for in verse 22, with the sign given in the verses
7-8. Bgfause of that, they consider the verses 21-22 as a gloss,? or displace the verses
21-22.°

In another interpretation, the sign asked for in verse 22, is identified with the cake of
figs in verse 21.* The Septuagint seems to be of this opinion, translating the word el
as an exclamation: TolTo To onueter. The Pesitta attains the same by reversing the
verses 21 and 22, In my view, however, the fact that verse 22 comes after verse 21,
shows that the sign asked for in verse 22, does not consist of the cake of figs.

Some exegetes, as well as the majority of the modern translations, render the way-
yigtol-forms in the verses 21-22 as a ‘plusquamperfectum’ * In biblical Hebrew, how-
ever, a gatal-form instead of a wayyigtol-form should be used to indicate a ‘plusquam-
perfectum’.

The wayyigtol-forms, as the main tense in biblical Hebrew narratives, indicate the sto-
ry’s progress. In my opinion, this implies that, after Isaiah’s medical treatment, Heze-
kiah asks for a new sign that will show him that his wish, expressed in his writing, to
go up to the house of the Lord (M1 0"27 51_3), will not remain in a future-desire, but

will be realised in a real going up to the house of the Lord ((717" "2 T'TLDIJ&)

As the narration in Isa 38 is introduced by a temporal phrase with 2 followed by a
qatal-form :'!'71'[ after which the actual story starts with the first wayyigtol-form
®I271, so the same applies to chapter 39. After the time-adjunction formed by the
preposition 2 + gatal-form ﬂ'?ID the actual story-line starts with the wayyigto/-form
i5/alisih R

This implies that the reason for the Babylonian mission is neither to visit the sick nor a
visit of congratulation on the recovery from illness.”’” The visit’s reason is not made

2 K ATSER (1973) 317 considers the verses 21-22 as falling flat. ACKROYD (1974) 343 speaks about “a
scribal addition™. Possibly, the first hand of 1QIsa® treats the signs as identical to each other, because it
leaves out the verses 21-22; see further: BARTHELEMY (1986) 261.

® Thus for instance; DELITZSCH (1879) 373.

** Confer also; CH. JEREMIAS, Zu Jes XXXVIII 21f,, VT 21 (1971) 108-109.

o Confer also the remark in the margin of Ms. St. Mark 1, fol. 18 (edition: A. VOOBUS, The Book of
Isaiah in the Version of the Syro-hexapla. A Facsimile Edition of MS. St. Mark 1 in Jerusalem with an
introduction (CSCO 449), Lovanii 1983): m! lslus mawnxl hlo aom mubay adha o

e wm A Lm m (this is the sign: the smell of the figs is opposite to his ulcer, so it will heal him).

* Confer; A. SCHOORS, Jesaja (BOT 9), Roermond 1972, 216. Confer also: M.A. SWEENEY, Isaiah I-
39 (fotl 16), Grand Rapids — Cambridge 1996, 490.493 who speaks about “narrative aftermath”.
" Pace: DELITZSCH (1879) 396, SWEENEY (1996) 506. Confer conversely: WILDBERGER (1982) 1471
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explicit anywhere in the story. From the fact that Hezekiah also shows his armoury
('1“?3 ﬂ"ﬂ"?:;]), it can be concluded that military motives play a role.

The verb IR plays a negative role here as well. It is prominently present in the story:
twice in verse 2, once in the question of the prophet Isaiah in verse 4 and twice in
Hezekiah’s answer also in verse 4. It may here best be described as fo covet, to look at
something in order to possess it (confer for this nuance also: Gen 13:14; Dt 3:27;
32:48-52; 34:1-4; Mt 4:8-9; Lc 4:5-6; 14:18).**

Finally, Hezekiah’s reaction to Isaiah’s words in the verses 5-7. This reaction, in verse
8, can be divided into two parts. The translation of the first part 17127 2
causes no problems; but the question what is called ‘good’ by Hezekiah, is, however,
differently answered. The expression 1177777127 21 is unique in the Hebrew bible
(only used in the ‘parallel’ text 2 Ki 20;19). In my opinion, however, the qualification
271 has not so much to do with the content of Isaiah’s word,” or with Hezekiah’s
self-interest,”® but with the fact that it simply is a word on the part of God.”'

The second part of Hezekiah’s reaction begins with the conjunction "3. This does not
introduce a wishful remark, as the combined particle 0% 8 '77_} in 2 Ki 20:19 does.*? It
is true that the particle "3 refers to the words 117" 127 231, but, because of the di-
vision caused by a renewed TWR™Y, it does not indicate a (selfish) approval of the
content of Isaiah’s words, but the correctness of Isaiah’s formulation.

The word £1" plays a very important role here. This word has already occurred twice
in the utterance of God which Isaiah put into words: the future is phrased in the ex-
pression 082 071" 737 in verse 6a, whilst, in verse 6d, the prepositional phrase
bk} TV indicates the past. The time span between these two O1—moments is
filled in by Hezekiah by his use of the word 017 **

' See also: P.R. ACKROYD 27 (1974) 339-341.

® Pace; THAT 1 (1978) c. 656 [H.J. STOEBE] who classifies Isa 39:8 as ‘positive advice’.

* Pace: WILDBERGER (1982) 1479.

*' Confer: SWEENEY (1996) 506. Confer also: Prov 15:23.

* Pace: ACKROYD (1974) 336-337. The Targum ("2172 oyl oYW 77 IR) and the Vulgate (et
dixit fiat tantum pax et veritas in diebus meis), however, seem to adhere to this interpretation.

* Confer also: WILDBERGER (1982) 1479,

* T would like to thank Drs. Maurits J. Sinninghe Damsté (Amsterdam) for the correction of the Eng-
lish of this article.



